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Abstract 

For the past 60 years, paleoanthropology has ignored the scientific hypothesis known 
as the aquatic-ape theory. A newly published version of that theory shows how large-
brained, bipedal, naked humans could have evolved in rainy western Africa, where 
bone fossils are not preserved. Since paleoanthropology can simply ignore this 
scientific hypothesis, I decided to look critically at the science of paleoanthropology 
itself. I found it has much in common with religion. Its fossil evidence is believed 
without being testable. Errors and even falsifications are useful, because they 
increase general interest and the number of followers. I make several new claims 
here that should not be ignored: The famous Lucy skeleton could not have appeared 
by erosion of a sloping hillside; it was probably planted by a student as a prank. The 
famous Laetoli footprints were not made in volcanic ash, but in lake muds; which 
makes them much younger than the mineral date of 3.5 million years. Turkana Boy 
(Nariokotome) skeleton is a collage of selected fragments, where ape-like hand and 
foot bones were excluded, being unacceptable for a Homo erectus. The Little Foot 
skeleton is also a collage, made from leg bones of one individual, and arm bones of 
two others, while a monkey arm bone was simply ignored. Chimpanzees and gorillas 
evolved over the past 6-10 Ma in western Africa, without leaving a single fossil. 
Humans may have evolved there too, on the volcanic island Bioko, with no fossils 
able to form. 

 
Introduction 
Paleoanthropologists are fond of a fictional quote, supposedly from a bishop’s wife, 
expressing a reaction to Darwin's theory of human evolution: “Descended from the apes! My 
dear, we will hope it is not true. But if it is, let us pray that it will not become generally 
known.”  
 
For the past 60 years, paleoanthropology journals and textbooks have tried to keep the 
aquatic-ape theory of human evolution (1,2) from becoming generally known. A recent 
survey (3) showed that most life scientists were not aware of the aquatic-ape theory. The 
survey also showed that there is no consensus as to the evolutionary cause of naked skin, 
or large brain, or any of the distinctive human traits. In the aquatic-ape theory, human traits 
are all explained as the result of a semiaquatic habitat during human evolution. 
 
Now the aquatic-ape theory, with a plausible aquatic location in western Africa, is 
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summarized in a peer-reviewed article in a scientific journal (4). Paleoanthropologists are 
nonetheless trying to keep it from becoming generally known; that article has been kept off 
of a comprehensive list (5) that currently contains 2795 articles concerning human origins. 
 
Since paleoanthropology can simply ignore a scientific hypothesis, I decided to look critically 
at the science of paleoanthropology itself. I found that paleoanthropology has much in 
common with religion: it is based largely on evidence that must be believed without being 
testable. And some of the most famous fossil evidence is demonstrably false.  
 
Non-scientific practices in paleoanthropology 
Paleoanthropology gives people something to believe in concerning human origins. But the 
story is so speculative, conflicting, and unconvincing, that after every important fossil find 
there is talk of "rewriting human evolution". A paleoanthropologic success is determined by 
the number of converts to a specific belief—how many people accept the latest "rewrite."  
 
Creationism has lost favor, but is still widely believed, and is still opposing the belief in 
human evolution. In paleoanthropology's efforts to convert more people, it has always 
hoped to find a skeleton of a hominin—an ancestor of humans after the divergence from 
apes. There are many complete skeletons of Homo sapiens and Homo neanderthalensis, 
but there has never been found a skeleton of a hominin. Only fragments have been found. 
They have all been called hominin; not a single fossil bone has ever been attributed to the 
lineage of chimpanzee or gorilla. (Three loose teeth of a chimpanzee were reported (6), but 
they may be modern teeth that were planted to fool hominin seekers.)  
  
There are lots of fragments, but they are pathetically small. They are fragments of primates, 
which is to say they might be hominin, ape, or monkey. But scientists who work with these 
primate fragments are obviously biased: they call themselves anthropologists rather than 
primatologists. If they claim their fragment to be a hominin, they can write a prestigious 
paper. They may even be able to name a new hominin species. We now have the following 
species, all based on paltry fragments: Australopithecus anamensis, Australopithecus 
afarensis, Australopithecus bahrelghazali, Australopithecus deyiremeda, Australopithecus 
prometheus, Australopithecus africanus, Australopithecus garhi, Australopithecus sediba, 
Kenyanthropus platyops, Ardipithecus ramidus, Paranthropus aethiopicus, Paranthropus 
robustus, Homo rudolfensis, Homo erectus, Homo habilis, Paranthropus boisei, Homo 
gautengensis, Homo ergaster, Homo heidelbergensis, Homo cepranensis, Homo 
rhodesiensis, Homo naledi, Homo tsauchangensis, Homo floresiensis. Experts write 
scientific papers showing how new fragments might belong to one of these, and wondering 
how various species might be related.  

Because primate fossils are so rare, special rules have developed to encourage more 
fossils to be found. Some of these practices go against good science, in which evidence 
should be testable by impartial scientists. Three of the practices that are especially 
problematic are 1) the acceptance of surface-finds, 2) the prevention of hands-on study by 
outsiders, and 3) the lack of blinding in age-determinations.  
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The acceptance of surface-finds 
The majority of hominin fossils are surface-finds. No part of the fossil is found by digging, 
and there are usually no witnesses. A small monument is often built to mark the site.  
 
Professor Terry Harrison, editor of a two-volume set of scientific papers on the famous 
Laetoli area of Tanzania, mentioned problems of surface-finds. The finds are called 
hominins, even though they are only a single fragment (7):  
 

Most of the hominins from Laetoli, including the new specimens described here, are 
surface finds that had already eroded out of their original stratigraphic context at the 
time of their discovery. In most cases, based on the position of the find spot, the 
local topographic and stratigraphic context, and the occurrence of associated fossils, 
it is possible to determine the original stratigraphic unit from which the hominin fossil 
was derived (usually narrowly constrained between two sequential marker tuffs, such 
as between Tuffs 7 and 8 in the case of EP 2400/00). However, except for those rare 
instances of hominins being found in situ (i.e., L.H. 2, L.H. 3 and L.H. 6), it is 
important to make a distinction between the finding spot and the presumed original 
stratigraphic placement of the specimens. For example, Leakey (1987b) recorded 
precise information on the stratigraphic location of the hominins recovered by her 
team, but this represents the stratigraphic level of the surface on which specimens 
were found rather than that of the level from which they eroded. Although long 
distance transportation can be largely discounted at Laetoli, the displacement of 
surface finds by livestock and game animals and by seasonal run-off over short 
distances is certainly conceivable, and can be shown to have occurred for some 
associated dental remains (Leakey 1987b). The main point is that all surface finds, 
including those recovered by Mary Leakey for which precise stratigraphic locations 
have been published, are at best derived from narrow stratigraphic horizons between 
marker tuffs.  

 
Hominin fossils are so rare that a field team may search for years and have nothing to show 
for it. A surface-find brings economic and academic reward to the finder's team, and should 
be viewed with suspicion. A trickster may find or plant some teeth, bones, or stone tools, to 
see if eager scientists will be duped by it.  
 
A surface-find is not good scientific evidence: It is found by determined scientists, it cannot 
be found again, others must trust that it was found where claimed and that no fragments 
were ignored because they were incongruous. A scientist may suspect that a competitor’s  
claims are incorrect. But an accusation of deception could never be proven, and would ruin 
the reputation of the accuser. 
 
For dinosaurs, there exist complete skeletons, and their ages are known. A surface-find 
would never be publishable in a scientific journal. It would not be taken seriously if someone 
were to find a loose tyrannosaurus tooth in an area of Jurassic age, and then claim that T-
rex lived as early as Jurassic time. Dinosaur skeletons are found by looking for a fragment 
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lying loose on the ground. But this is not a surface-find. The searcher moves uphill and finds 
where the fragment is eroding out of the sedimentary layer, and then excavates the rest of 
the bone or skeleton. For any bone found loose in a desert, there should be a burden of 
proof that it is indeed a fossil. 
 
The prevention of hands-on study by unbiased scientists 
The finder of a hominin fossil can prevent independent scientists from studying the original 
material until the finder's team has finished publishing its results (8). The team's study can 
go on for decades. Even afterwards, the material is too fragile to allow outsiders to handle it. 
They must work with photographs, replicas, and descriptions of the original materials.  
 
The finder decides what tests should be done, and selects colleagues to study the fossil 
material. These scientists are not impartial. They are inclined to put doubts aside. If they 
question the material's authenticity or suitability, it will spoil the team's chance for important 
publications. Chemical and physical tests of authenticity are not carried out. 
 
Specialists glue fragments together in suitable positions to make a collage. This involves 
decisions about how the fragments might fit, and how to fill in missing pieces. These 
decisions determine such things as brain size, upright stance, and bipedal gait. Once glued, 
it is not possible for others to propose alternatives. Any objection to the exciting results 
would appear to be motivated by envy. 

Lack of blinding in age-determination studies 
When minerals or rocks are radiometrically dated, the scientists and technicians know 
what date is desired. They are subject to the bias known as the observer expectancy 
effect. It is easy and often justifiable to ignore parts of the radiometric data that are 
deemed inappropriate. Ignoring some data that would make the result older, younger, or 
less precise.  
 
For a date to be trustworthy, it should be obtained by blinded, unbiased workers. The 
material should be dated twice. I have carefully read the dating publications from the 
Laetoli area, and have good (and admittedly biased) reasons not to trust them.  
 

Scrutinizing famous fossil evidence in paleoanthropology 

Java Man 1891 (Homo erectus) 

Eugène Dubois was a Dutch anatomist with a large collection of fossils that he had found in 
caves. In 1887 he moved to Java, intending to find the missing link between ape and man (9). 
Within a few years, he found the fame that he was looking for. Java Man, announced in 1891, is 
the type fossil of Homo erectus. It consisted of three items: a human-like tooth and thighbone, 
and a gibbon-like skullcap.  
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Additional pieces thought to belong to this species were purchased from local people who could 
not document where the pieces had been found. Some of the pieces had been broken before 
being sold, because the sellers were paid by the number of pieces. The Java Man greatly 
contributed to the awareness and status of paleoanthropology. Within 10 years, almost eighty 
books or articles had been published on this topic. Dubois returned to Amsterdam and kept the 
fossils hidden from others for several decades.   

 

Peking Man 1929-1937 (original material lost) 

Peking Man was a missing-link sensation in the 1930’s (9). The fossils consisted of skull and 
jaw fragments from as many as 15 individuals, together with stone tools. High-quality casts and 
scientific descriptions were made. But somehow, all the original material disappeared in 1941, 
and has never been found.  

Most paleoanthropologists currently assign both Java Man and Peking Man to Homo erectus. 
These fossils are no longer highly regarded, and their authenticity is disputed by creationists. 

 

Piltdown Man 1912-1950 (planted bones and tools, now debunked) 

From 1912 to 1950, Piltdown Man was a missing link found in England. It was a skull with a 
large braincase and a protruding ape-like jaw. It confirmed the assumption that the human 
brain evolved first, and other features evolved later. But Piltdown Man was a hoax. It was a 
collage, where pieces came from the cranium of a human, and the jaw of an orangutan. The 
pieces had been broken so that they might seem to fit together. They were stained to look 
old, and dirt was cemented into the cracks. A long canine tooth was filed down, to make it 
look human. Close inspection by a skeptic could have exposed this falsification (10).  

The trickster was Charles Dawson, a British fossil collector. He claimed to have gotten the 
main pieces from the Piltdown gravel pit. He planted additional bones and tools at the 
locality, and led experts to where they could be discovered.  

Piltdown Man generated immense public interest that boosted the science of 
paleoanthropology. Several hundred scientific papers were published. It was often 
mentioned by the media in 1925 during the famous “Scopes monkey trial,” where an 
American school teacher was accused of teaching evolution. Fossils were used to argue 
against the unscientific belief in creationism.  

When people or organizations are desperate, ambitious, or enthusiastic, they will do and 
believe what is necessary to survive, achieve, and contribute. Paleoanthropology was 
desperate; it needed a missing link. Dawson was ambitious; he wanted to be elected to the 
Royal Society. The three experts were enthusiastic; they believed in what they were 
claiming. They received British knighthood, largely as a result of this contribution to the 
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scientific status of England.  

The experts saw human-like features in the jaw, and ape-like features in the cranium. No 
one today doubts that these were honest errors in judgment. The braincase of Piltdown 
Man, constructed from fragments, was said to be 1070 cm3, about 30% smaller than it 
actually was. This is an example of bias, which is prevalent in paleoanthropology.  

Skeptics could not prove that a mistake had been made. They were allowed to see the 
fossils only briefly, without touching them. No scientist would suggest that Piltdown Man was 
an intentional deception. Even to express doubt was unpopular. Scientists do not become 
prominent by being killjoys.  

It was fluorine tests that finally debunked Piltdown Man (11). Bones absorb fluorine from the 
ground slowly over time, so fossils should be rich in fluorine. Bones from the same animal 
buried in the same sediments will have absorbed about the same amount of fluorine. After 
the scandal of Piltdown Man, one might expect that fluorine testing would be required for 
other hominin fossils, but it is not. I do not see that density or chemical composition is ever 
reported for hominin fossil material. 

 
Lucy skeleton 1974 (miraculous surface-find, likely planted by a student) 

After the Piltdown Man was debunked, paleoanthropologists began to consider bipedalism 
to be an early indication of human ancestry. Many bones could be used to claim that a 
primate was bipedal: the position of the spinal opening of the skull, the wedge-shapes of 
certain vertebrae, the details of hips, legs, and foot bones. Now, even with scanty fossil 
material, paleoanthropologists could claim that their primates were bipedal, and therefore 
relevant to paleoanthropology. The emphasis on bipedalism became well known in 1974 by 
the sensational fossil Lucy. No foot bones were found, but in museum models and artists' 
illustrations she is shown to have human-like feet.  

The Lucy skeleton was a surface-find by Professor Donald C. Johanson in Hadar, Ethiopia 
on November 24, 1974. In Johanson's books (12, 13, 14) it is clear that the bones were 
lying on the hillside, and nothing was found by digging. Yet Johanson is shown excavating a 
bone out of the ground on the web page (15) of Arizona State University’s Institute of 
Human Origins (IHO), which he founded. And the cover of his book, Lucy's Legacy (14) 
shows a man holding a complete skull. No Lucy skull could be constructed from the few 
pieces that were found.  

Those are misleading images. Also the text of Lucy's Story on the IHO webpage implies that 
some of the bones were found by digging (15):  
 

Within moments, he spotted a right proximal ulna (forearm bone) and quickly 
identified it as a hominid. Shortly thereafter, he saw an occipital (skull) bone, then a 
femur, some ribs, a pelvis, and the lower jaw. Two weeks later, after many hours of 
excavation, screening, and sorting, several hundred fragments of bone had been 



	 7	

recovered, representing 40 percent of a single hominid skeleton. 
 
No one seems to mind such misleading information. It is useful against creationism, and 
therefore benefits science. My complaint is that misinformation pervades paleoanthropology 
and is used against the aquatic-ape theory, which is also science.  
 
I think the discovery of the Lucy bones was a Piltdown-type hoax. It is impossible for a fossil 
animal skeleton to be lying loose on a sloping surface in a badlands terrain like Hadar (Fig. 
1). A skeleton is buried in a horizontal layer of sediment. As that layer is eroded on a hillside 
(Fig. 1), rain removes a few millimeters at a time. Only part of the horizontal layer can be 
exposed. A few fragments of weathered bone loosen from the edge of the layer. They are 
washed downhill, while the remaining bones stay covered in the horizontal layer. In the next 
rainstorm, the first fragments are washed away and a few new ones are loosened.   

 
Fig. 1 left (16), right (17). Soft horizontal layers in the Hadar badlands, where erosion during 
rainstorms exposes fossil fragments. “Don’t be fooled if you see dinner bones that were 
thrown away last year!” 
 
Finding all the bones at once, with nothing found by digging, verges on the miraculous. I 
think the Lucy bones were put on the hillside by the student Tom Gray, who led his 
professor to find them. Here you can read the first few pages of Johanson's book Lucy's 
Legacy (14). It is a long citation, but it is important. Since outsiders are not allowed access 
to original fossil material, this is the sort of evidence that we must use (14, p. 3-4).  
 

Lucy's Legacy  
by Donald C. Johanson and Kate Wong 
Never in my wildest fantasies did I imagine that I would discover a fossil as 
earthshaking as Lucy. When I was a teenager, I dreamed of traveling to Africa and 
finding a “missing link.” Lucy is that and more: a 3.2-million-year-old skeleton who 
has become the spokeswoman for human evolution. She is perhaps the best known 
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and most studied fossil hominid of the twentieth century, the benchmark by which 
other discoveries of human ancestors are judged.  
 
Whenever I tell the story, I am instantly transported back to the thrilling moment 
when I first saw her thirty-four years ago on the sandy slopes of Hadar in Ethiopia's 
Afar region. I can feel the searing, noonday sun beating down on my shoulders, the 
beads of sweat on my forehead, the dryness of my mouth— and then the shock of 
seeing a small fragment of bone lying inconspicuously on the ground. Most 
dedicated fossil hunters spend the majority of their lives in the field without finding 
anything remarkable, and there I was, a thirty-one-year-old newly minted Ph.D., 
staring at my childhood dream at my feet.  
 
Sunday, November 24, 1974, began, as it usually does for me in the field, at dawn. I had 
slept well in my tent, with the glittering stars visible through the small screen that kept 
out the mosquitoes, and as sunrise announced a brilliant new day, I got up and went to 
the dining tent for a cup of thick, black Ethiopian coffee. Listening to the morning sounds 
of camp life, I planned with some disinclination the day's activities: catching up on 
correspondence, fossil cataloging, and a million other tasks that had been set aside to 
accommodate a visit from anthropologists Richard and Mary Leakey. I looked up as 
Tom Gray, my grad student, appeared. 
 
“I'm plotting the fossil localities on the Hadar map,” he said. “Can you show me Afar 
Locality 162, where the pig skull was found last year?” 
 
“I have a ton of paperwork and am not sure I want to leave camp today.” 
 
“Can you do the paperwork later?” 
 
“Even if I start it now I'll be doing it later,” I grumbled. But something inside — a gut 
sense that I had learned to heed — said I should put the paperwork aside and head to 
the outcrops with Tom. 

 
The first sentence is clearly false. Johanson made it clear in the second sentence, and in 
the last sentence of the second paragraph, that he had always dreamed of finding an 
earthshaking missing link. He surely talked about that dream with the members of his team. 
Tom Gray drove him to the place where his dream came true. The Lucy bones had not been 
found the previous year. Now they were all lying on the surface, in such a way that "a single 
desert thunderstorm could have washed them off the plateau, over a cliff and into oblivion, 
forever." (14, p. 7) 
 
Johanson immediately decided that this was a female Australopithecus, and they named it 
Lucy.  As he wrote in an earlier book (12, p. 18): 
 

The camp was rocking with excitement. That first night we never went to bed at all. 
We talked and talked. We drank beer after beer. There was a tape recorder in the 
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camp, and a tape of the Beatles song "Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds" went belting 
out into the night sky, and was played at full volume over and over again out of sheer 
exuberance. At some point during that unforgettable evening—I no longer remember 
exactly when—the new fossil picked up the name of Lucy, and has been so known 
ever since, although its proper name—its acquisition number in the Hadar 
collection—is AL 288-1.  

 
Within a few days, Johanson contacted government authorities and arranged for a press 
conference (14, p. 8). After publicly announcing such a sensational success, it would be 
difficult for Johanson to doubt his fossil's authenticity. But we should doubt it. In 2015, 
scientists studying photographs of a Lucy replica recognized that one of the vertebrae 
belonged to a baboon. They flew to Ethiopia to look at the original material, and confirmed 
their suspicions (18). 
 
It took paleoanthropology 40 years to discover that mistake. But the abstract of the 
published paper included a sentence to downplay the scandal (18): This work does not 
refute previous work on Lucy or its importance for human evolution, but rather highlights the 
importance of studying original fossils, as well as the efficacy of the scientific method. 
 
Since the eager experts let themselves be fooled by one of the most distinctive bones, the 
nondescript bones should now be tested for fluorine, to see if they really came from the 
same individual. I think the rules of paleoanthropology are still holding back the efficacy of 
the scientific method.  
 
Tom Gray may not have known exactly where at Location 162 the Lucy bones would be 
found. They may have been planted by other members of the team the previous year. In his 
memoir, paleoanthropologist Jon Kalb wrote: (16, p. 151): 

The Lucy locality, L288, was surrounded by a cluster of seven other fossil 
localities mapped by Dennis Peak and myself. At one time or another in 1973, 
probably everyone in camp had walked across L288, Johanson included.  

Johanson wrote how Gray announced the recovery of the Lucy fossils to the others in the 
team (12, p. 17):   
 

“Cool it,” I said. 
   
But about a quarter of a mile from camp, Gray could not cool it. He pressed his 
thumb on the Land-Rover’s horn, and the long blast brought a scurry of scientists 
who had been bathing in the river. “We’ve got it,” he yelled. “Oh, Jesus, we’ve got it. 
We’ve got The Whole Thing!”  

 
Tom Gray was certainly good luck for Johanson. The two had been together at the end of 
Johanson’s disappointing 1973-field season when he also made an astonishing surface-find 
(13, p. 82).  I have written to Johanson, and to the current director of the Institute of Human 
Origins, telling them my suspicions and asking how I might get in touch with Tom Gray. I 
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have gotten no reply. No one wants to deal with a saboteur. 
 
It is said that those who do not know history are doomed to repeat it. In 1974, 
paleoanthropologists knew that Piltdown Man was a hoax. But it was not known that a 
person with knowledge and access to bones had tricked overeager experts into discovering 
them. I think that Johanson was doomed to repeat this history in the case of Lucy. 
 
 

Laetoli footprints 1979 (Pleistocene prints, incorrectly interpreted as Pliocene)  

The Olduvai Gorge (Figs. 2, 3) cuts through horizontal soft-rock layers of the Serengeti 
Plain, like a mini version of the Grand Canyon. Unlike the Grand Canyon, there are no 
published geologic maps or cross-sections showing the layers and their ages. It is 
impossible to draw maps or sections here. This is because the layers at the gorge are of 
Pleistocene age whereas just to the south at Laetoli, most of the layers are claimed to 
be of Pliocene age (Fig. 4). 
 
The old Pliocene age (c. 4 m.y.) is false. It is based on rocks whose minerals cannot be 
dated, because they are sedimentary and not volcanic. In sedimentary rocks, mineral 
dates give the age of source rocks from which the minerals came. At Laetoli, minerals 
goving old dates are called xenocrysts (foreign grains) and discarded, as explained by 
Deino (31, p. 80):  
 

Of the remaining 302 analyses, many are simply too old to reflect a true eruptive 
age. These are most likely xenocrysts, acquired immediately prior to or during the 
eruptive process, or during transport to the site of deposition. At Laetoli, where 
the current dating effort, as well as prior work, indicates that the oldest strata of 
the Laetoli Beds are ~4.2–4.4 Ma, a cutoff of 4.7 Ma is used to classify 119 grains 
as ‘obvious xenocrysts.’ The most precise of these (< 3% error in age) are up to 
600 Ma, with prominent modes at ~7.6, 6.5, and 5.5 Ma.  
 

Deino (31) threw out 119 grains. He should have thrown out the other 183 grains as 
well. The false old dates at Laetoli make the stratigraphy of the Serengeti Plain into a 
sort of geological optical illusion, like the Escher waterfall; the Laetoli layers are at a high 
level, at the same time as they are at a low level. To put the Olduvai Serengeti at a 
greater distance mentally, geologists now call the Laetoli land surface the Eyasi Plateau 
instead of the Serengeti Plain (Fig. 2). I think the sediments both places are Pleistocene, 
and none are Pliocene (Fig. 4).    
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Fig. 2. Geological map showing Serengeti sedimentary layers as white (From 19). 
Basement (including inselbergs) consists of Precambrian metamorphic rocks in the west 
and volcanic rocks (my orange stars) in the east. 
 

 
 Fig. 3. Upper layers of the Serengeti Plain exposed in the Olduvai Gorge. From (20) with 
orange annotations added.)  
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Fig. 4. Serengeti strata at Olduvai (left diagram, from 20) and Laetoli (right diagram, from 
21). Hay (28) thought Ngorongoro and Ogol volcanics lie over Laetolil Beds. I think the Ogol 
Lavas are volcanic basement, which includes inselbergs like Namorod and Engelosin.  
 
The dating of the Laetoli layers, which I claim is incorrect, was initiated in 1975 by Mary 
Leakey with the help of errors by geology professor Richard Hay. Mary Leakey and her 
husband Louis Leakey had long been the world’s leading paleoanthropologists. Their 
reputation was mainly earned from excavations of bones and stone tools in Olduvai Gorge 
(16). Louis Leakey wrote (p. 2-3, 22) that Richard Hay (23) was misinterpreting the 
relationship between Ngorongoro Volcanics and sediments in Olduvai. I am certain that 
Louis Leakey was right, and that Hay later made similar mistakes with the Lemagrut and 
Ogol Lavas (see Fig. 4). In 1972, Louis Leakey died suddenly, and Mary carried on alone. 
 
In 1974 Donald Johanson announced the spectacular Lucy skeleton. Johanson typically 
made public announcements before his colleagues had a chance to moderate him (13, 16). 
For someone to then try to publicly refute his big news would look bad. After Lucy was 
announced, Mary Leakey ended all cooperation with Johanson and began blocking his 
professional progress (13, 16). But instead of writing that the Lucy surface-find was 
preposterous, she decided to use surface-finds herself. In 1935 and 1959 she had made 
interesting surface-finds in the Laetoli area (7, 24, 25). It would be wonderful if the Laetoli 
layers were older than Lucy.  
 
Hay thought (incorrectly) that the Ogol Lavas were above the Laetoli sediments (see Fig. 4). 
In 1974 he obtained a radiometric date that showed the lavas to be older than 2.3 m.y. (20). 
Then in 1975 Leakey found more hominin fossils, and Hay plucked out minerals from Laetoli 
layers that he interpreted to be volcanic ash-fall tuffs (26). With that geologic interpretation, 
the date of the minerals would give the age of the layers themselves. A laboratory obtained 
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a mineral date of about 3.6 m.y., which was now thought to be the age of Mary Leakey’s 
fossils (24). They were older than Lucy. 
 
The biggest breakthrough for Mary Leakey came in 1978. Footprints were found in Laetoli 
that were now thought to be about 3.6 million years (19, 25, 27). This showed conclusively 
that hominins were bipedal at such an early time. I have studied the published literature 
carefully (28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35) and am confident that the Pliocene age of the 
Laetoli layers is incorrect. Those layers are actually Pleistocene in age, and those footprints 
could be Homo sapiens, as are footprints near Lake Natron, 100 km to the north (36.) The 
geological details involve stratigraphy, petrology, mineralogy, geochemistry, and K-Ar and 
oxygen isotopes. Here I will only explain some obvious evidence that the layers are 
sedimentary and not volcanic, which means the mineral dates were incorrectly interpreted.  
 
A description of the footprint layer was published as a popular-science article in Scientific 
American in 1982. Start by reading the title and first paragraph of that article (27):  

The Fossil Footprints of Laetoli  
At this site in Tanzania thousands of animal tracks, including those of predecessors 
of man, are found in volcanic ash that fell some 3.5 million years ago.  
by Richard L. Hay and Mary D. Leakey 
Near Lake Eyasi in Tanzania is a series of layers of volcanic ash notable for having 
yielded the remains of early hominids that are among the oldest known: they date 
back between 3.5 and 3.8 million years. The layers of ash hold an even more 
unusual example of preservation: fossil footprints. Several tens of thousands of 
animal tracks have now been discovered in these ash deposits. The survival of these 
normally ephemeral traces, ranging from early hominid footprints to the trail of a 
passing insect, gives a vivid glimpse of life on the African savanna well before the 
Pleistocene epoch. How did they escape obliteration?  

 
Those layers actually contain no volcanic ash (26). They are unremarkable lake-margin 
muds. To interpret them as once having been ash, Hay had to make many implausible 
claims, a few of which are hinted at in the last paragraph of their article (27):  

To summarize, a most unusual set of conditions gave rise to the Footprint tuff. 
Approximately 3.5 million years ago the Laetoli area supported an abundant and 
diverse animal population. The showers of volcanic ash that fell in the area were not 
heavy enough to drive the animals away. The excellent definition of a multitude of 
footprints, tracks and trails made in the fresh ash was a result of the admixture of 
carbonatite, an uncommon igneous material, with the more typical particles of 
volcanic ash; the imprinted ash layers were then buried at frequent intervals by fresh 
falls. Finally a heavy ash fall deeply buried the Footprint Tuff, protecting it from 
erosion, and the imprinted layers were cemented and became hard rock. When 
recent weathering split the layers of tuff along their bedding planes, it opened a 
unique window on the world of early hominids and the animals with which they lived. 

 
To write "a most unusual set of conditions" and carbonatite is "an uncommon igneous 
material" are understatements.  And neither ash nor carbonatite can be demonstrated 
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anywhere in Laetoli. These are typical carbonate-rich lake deposits. 
 
As shown in Figure 5 (19), there are 18 layers at Laetoli, averaging less than 1 centimeter 
thick. Nine of the layers show rain-drop impressions and ten show animal footprints. Most of 
the layers show mudcracks, which Hay called a “polygonal cracking pattern” (26). Such 
cracks are common in lake-margin muds, and unknown in ash-fall tuffs.  
 
 

 
Fig. 5. Stratigraphic section showing 18 thin horizontal layers, each claimed to represent a 
volcanic eruption. (19) The hominin footprints are at the top of layer 14. 
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The obvious geological hypothesis, that this could be a lake environment, was never 
mentioned in Hay's articles. Instead, he gave an outlandish explanation for these layers (27, 
28): They were ash-falls from 18 separate volcanic eruptions on a completely flat landscape. 
After each eruption, there was just enough rain to moisten the ash and make it soft and 
cohesive, so that animal prints and raindrop marks could be made. There was not enough 
rain to wash the ash away.  
 
Footprints, raindrop marks, and mudcracks form easily in lake-margin deposits. In the rainy 
season, the lake level rises and carbonate-rich sediment is deposited. When the lake level 
drops, raindrop impressions and tracks of hundreds of animals are made in the soft mud. 
The mud dries, forms mudcracks, and hardens. Then in the next rainy period, the lake level 
rises and the next thin layer with new footprints is formed. There can easily be 18 or more 
thin layers. 
 
The hominin track was discovered and studied in 1978-1979 (Fig. 6). A mold of the track 
was made, so that replicas of the footprints could be studied by other researchers and 
displayed in museums. Then in 1979, before descriptions of the layer were published and 
could be studied by independent geologists, it was covered up by soil and boulders. The 
cover-up was intended to protect the footprints, but it severely damaged them. Trees with 
long roots grew in the soil that lay directly on the footprints. The footprints were briefly 
uncovered in 1995 and the damage was photo-documented by the Getty Conservation 
Institute (37). Then the footprints were covered again with soil and boulders, this time with a 
protective mat over the layer. It is still covered, and unavailable for study (38.) Nevertheless, 
geologists can sample the layer nearby. In a recent study (35) it is noted that the footprint 
layer is characterized by rounded sand grains. An ash-fall tuff should have no rounded 
grains, and should be characterized by angular shards, which have not been shown to exist.  
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Figure 6. Figure and figure caption from Hay & Leakey (27). My orange annotations added. 
The bare feet are being displayed by Ronald J. Clarke, who 15 years later began creating 
the “Little Foot” skeleton. 
 
The cover-up of the layer at the popular Laetoli tourist locality hides the mudcracks, and 
prevents geological tourists from viewing these layers. In any case, only highly motivated 
geologists would immerse themselves in the geologic literature of a remote place like the 
Serengeti. The published books are expensive and not commonly available. If an 
independent geologist has an alternative interpretation, no geological journal will publish it 
without first-hand field and laboratory evidence.  
 
A local tracking expert said that the animal tracks all looked modern (25, p. 7), and they 
have never been properly described. I think the Laetoli hominin footprints were made by 
Homo sapiens less than 200,000 years ago. 
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Turkana Boy 1993 (collage with missing feet) 

Turkana Boy, also called the Nariokotome skeleton, is a collage, said to be of Homo 
erectus. It has a medium-sized braincase, longer legs than arms, and no hand or foot 
bones. Those features involved choices that were made when building the collage.  
 
  I have some personal experience with fossil collages. In 1994-1995, I collected hundreds of 
dinosaur eggshell fragments near Châteauneuf-le-Rouge, France (Fig. 7a). I considered 
making a complete egg by gluing pieces together. It would be a collage, not a real egg. The 
eggshell fragments don't fit together perfectly, but making a collage of them would not be 
difficult. Depending on what angles I would use when gluing them, I could make a large egg 
or a small egg. Of course, I would try to make my egg the size and shape that I thought was 
correct. But if I didn't know about these eggs, I would only be guessing. Complete eggs exist 
for this dinosaur species. They are about 3 liters in volume. Science does not have an 
example of a Homo erectus braincase. It only has collages, in which the braincase is made 
to be larger than a chimpanzee's.  
 
I also collected a few hundred dinosaur bone fragments from a single shattered bone. I don't 
know the bone's correct dimensions, but I could glue fragments together in a collage, to 
make a bone of appropriate length (Fig. 7b).  
 

 
Figure 7a. Eggshell fragments, and real egg.        Figure 7b. Bone fragments and collage. 
One could make a collage egg that is 2 liters or 5 liters in volume. One could make a collage 
bone of any desired length.  
 
Now consider the case of Turkana Boy, as described in the book The Nariokotome Homo 
Erectus Skeleton by Alan Walker and Richard Leakey (39). Their team used five field 
seasons, from 1984 to 1988, digging and sifting a large volume of sediments to collect bone 
fragments. Most of the fragments were found the first year. I think the bones may have 
belonged a young gorilla of some eastern desert-species, that is now extinct. But their goal 
was to make a Homo erectus skeleton, not a gorilla.   
 
  The skulls of young gorillas are quite human-like. In constructing Turkana Boy’s skull, 
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they used more than 70 small fragments. They made the braincase to be larger than a 
gorilla’s. There were gaps where pieces were missing, which they filled in.  
 
The other bones were also shattered, with bone endings (epiphyses) detatched or missing. 
They glued bones together at suitable lengths and angles to make the upright stance. The 
left arm (humerus) of their collage is missing. I think they used those pieces and part of the 
right humerus to make the leg bones (femurs) longer than a gorilla. We cannot see how the 
bone pieces fit together, or where many pieces were missing. 
 
The Turkana Boy collage is missing five vertebrae and has no hands and no feet. Walker 
mentioned that a few such bones were found, but were not appropriate. He wrote 
metapodial, metacarpal, and metatarsal, which are scientific words for hand-bones and foot-
bones—words that Walker apparently did not want to use. This is what Walker wrote about 
these inappropriate bones (39, p.46):  
 

“A word must be said here about three bones that may belong to the skeleton but 
were situated a long way from the main hominid concentration. These bones are 
definitely metapodials of a juvenile mammal. If they are hominid, then two are first 
metacarpals and the other is a first metatarsal. They were found in 1986 about 15m 
northeast of the main hominid concentration. Nearby was an immature vertebra 
that was thought to be hominid but, when cleaned, proved not to be. All three 
metapodial bones are from immature individuals and lack their epiphyses and 
articular ends. What remains of the details of morphology is sufficient to cast doubt 
on their hominid status, but they cannot be securely placed in another taxon either. 
That they were widely separated from the main concentration of hominid bones is 
yet another hint that they might not belong to the hominid skeleton.” 
 

Walker wanted us to believe that there were two juvenile mammals here. For one mammal, 
there were no hands or feet, and five missing vertebrae. For the other, there were only a few 
hand-, and foot-bones, and one vertebra, but nothing else. Maybe Walker believed this 
himself, but I certainly don't. 
 
There were many bone experts doing the collecting. I suspect that someone realized that 
these bones were so similar to a gorilla’s that they could not be used. That person might 
have helped the team succeed by hiding bones that would ruin their collage. Over half the 
bone were missing (39b, p. 147). But a few inappropriate bones were left unhidden. If they 
wanted to make a young gorilla, I have no doubt that they could have.  
 
If paleoanthropology were a more scientific science, more documentation for such an 
important project would be required. The collection, placement, and gluing of fragments 
should not be done in secrecy. Exact replicas of the pieces should be made, and these 
glued together. The original pieces should be available for study by others. Once the collage 
was made, it should have been photographed to clearly show just where pieces were 
missing and had to be filled in. Unused pieces should be well described and illustrated. 
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Walker and his colleagues did what was necessary to be successful, and they expected it 
would be accepted in paleoanthropology. But they deceived themselves and us, by calling 
the Turkana Boy a skeleton, when it is actually a collage. 

 

Little Foot 2010 (collage skeleton from several individuals) 

In South Africa there is a large area of limestone caves with small openings to the surface. 
From animals have fallen in and died, there are thousands of bones there, of monkeys, 
hyenas, leopards, and bovids. There may be human bones. Some bones may have been 
transported by water, some covered by rock falls, and all are cemented by limestone 
dripstone. Bones are visible in the cave walls, and more can be found by excavating. Cave-
fill bones and materials of this type are chaotic, and dating is uncertain. 

A few of the caves are being touted as "The Cradle of Humankind." They are registered as 
an UNESCO World Heritage Site. The Sterkfontein Cave is currently the leading 
paleoanthropological tourist attraction in Africa, with 15 guided tours a day, year round. The 
most famous fossil from Sterkfontein is the skeleton called Little Foot.  

In the 1920's, miners blasted out limestone to make cement. Bones lying outside of the 
caves were taken by visitors as souvenirs. In the 1970's, some of these bones were saved 
at different places. In 1994 and 1997, the paleoanthropologist Ronald J. Clarke found a few 
human-like foot bones and parts of the lower legs in storage at the Wits University Medical 
School (40, video time 1:45). Foot bones of hominins are typically missing. Clarke realized 
that with these as a starting point, he could make a more complete hominin skeleton than 
any that had been made so far. 

Clarke explained the work in the lecture "Little Foot, Big Find" that is available on Youtube. 
Here is my exact transcript of five minutes of his lecture (41)(video times 13:55-18:54) and 
three screen shots (Fig. 8):  

In 1978, miner's rubble such as this was removed from this very deep shaft, which 
we call the Silberberg Grotto in Sterkfontein Cave. It was taken to the surface and 
the fossils were developed out of it. They were cleaned out of the rocks and put into 
bags and boxes.  
 
One day in 1994 I was looking through one of these boxes when I found this ankle 
bone that I recognized as being an Australopithecus ankle bone. And this was quite 
astonishing because there were no other fossils, not even a single tooth or tooth 
fragment, of an Australopithecus from that particular part of the cave.  
 
And then I found more. There’s the ankle bone that I found among these the other 
bones that fitted in front of it leading down to the big toe. And what was important 
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about it, as I said, that it showed that it had this slightly divergent big toe. Now at the 
time I and Philip Tobias published this, and Owen Lovejoy was very skeptical, and 
said we were, this was patently absurd to say it had a divergent big toe. But now with 
Ardipithecus, he’s found that that has an even more divergent big toe.  
 
Then in 1997, I found more of the same foot, several more foot bones, and the lower 
part of a tibia, a shin bone. Not only, here they are put together, and compared to the 
same region in a modern human foot and lower leg. Not only that, but I found a piece 
of tibia from the other side, and part of another foot bone from the other side.  
 
So I had the lower legs and the feet from the left and the right side. And I said if 
that’s the case, the rest of the skeleton must be down there in the cave. So I gave 
this piece of tibia to my two assistants Stephen Motsumi and Nkwane Molefe and 
said go into the cave with torches and see if you can find anywhere that that will fit 
on. After one and a half days of searching, they found the spot. There’s the piece in 
his hand and there’s where it fits on.  
 
So we began excavating. There’s the slope on which it was found, just in this spot 
here. We began excavating, and we uncovered the lower legs, up to the knee joints 
here, and we uncovered the lower thigh bones. This is the radius of a monkey, lying 
next to it.  
 

 
"we uncovered the lower legs"      "we uncovered the lower thigh bones"    "This is the radius of a monkey"   

 
Figure 8. Screen shots of Clarke’s lecture on Youtube, with his spoken comments. (41).  

 
And when we got up to here there was no more. And we carried on and we carried 
on up the slope and didn’t find any more. And we were in a state of despair. And we 
said "How can this be? You cannot have two lower legs side by side and not the rest 
of the skeleton."  
 
And obviously we couldn’t make this public. We worked in secrecy. We didn’t want to 
make this public and make fools of ourselves by saying we’d got a complete 
skeleton, when we’d only got the lower legs. So we kept looking and we kept 
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chiseling away month after month in this solid rock. This is solid very very hard rock. 
 
And then I realized that there was a cavity beneath this skeleton. And I remembered 
this saying of Sherlock Holmes who said. “When you’ve eliminated the impossible, 
whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.” And the impossible was 
that there could not be any more of the skeleton. That was impossible. It was 
unthinkable. It had to be there! So the improbable was that it was situated beneath a 
thick layer of stalagmite.  
 
We chiseled through that stalagmite, and we got the rest of the skeleton. Firstly the 
skull. And these are the stages in revealing the skull. The back of the mandible here 
and part of the cheekbone. And next to it was the upper arm bone, the humerus. A 
bit more cleaning and a bit more and then we got this and then this is the final stage 
of the cleaning. A complete skull with the jaw in articulation and the humerus next to 
it.  
 
We continued up the slope, and to our delight we got the arm and the hand. Here’s 
my hand next to it for comparison, showing you how the fingers are curled across 
the palm.  

 
 
The Little Foot skeleton is probably put together from four different individuals: 1. From Wits 
University Medical School storage (40): human-looking ankle- and foot-bones. 2. From the 
cave: lower legs, knee joints, lower thigh bones, and an arm bone that were all were found 
together. Clarke could not use that arm bone, although it was in correct position, because it 
was too long. He did not say the word "arm" for that bone, but used the word "radius": it was 
"the radius of a monkey". 3. From elsewhere in the cave: a skull and arm-bone of suitable 
length. 4. From a third location in the cave: the other arm and hand.  
 
Clarke gave this lecture in 2010 to professional paleoanthropologists in California. I doubt 
anyone asked about the monkey arm bone (“radius”). That would be an uncomfortable 
question. Clarke's lecture was arranged by the Center for Academic Research and Training 
in Anthropogeny. It is CARTA that decided not to include an aquatic-ape paper (4) on their 
list of 2791 publications (5). That would be an uncomfortable paper for paleoanthropologists 
to read. 
 
Clarke mentioned that they worked in secrecy for many months before they found arm 
bones that could go with the legs (41). "We didn’t want to make this public and make fools 
of ourselves by saying we’d got a complete skeleton, when we’d only got the lower legs."   
 
Clarke had the attitude of a successful paleoanthropologist: "...that there could not be any 
more of the skeleton. That was impossible. It was unthinkable. It had to be there!"  Clarke 
knew that with the foot bones from the medical school they could eventually make a 
complete skeleton; there were lots of bones in that cave. 
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In 1979, Clarke had helped with the Laetoli footprint layer (Fig. 5). There, too, they worked 
in secrecy. Then the layer was covered up, and the secrecy was maintained. 
 
 
 
Hahnhöfersand Man (debunked 2004) 
Paleoanthropologist Reiner Protsch dated a bone from Olduvai Gorge in 1973 as part of his 
Ph.D. thesis at UCLA (42). As professor of anthropology in Germany in 1981, he studied 
fossil results from the Laetoli area (43).  But in 2004, his career ended in disgrace. Some of 
the European fossil material he had dated was tested by an independent laboratory. It was 
soon shown that he had faked discovery locations and dates of fossils, in order to announce 
exciting scientific results (44, 45, 46). A 50-million-year-old primate fossil that Protsch had 
said was from Switzerland was actually from a previously known site in France. The 
“Hahnhöfersand Man,” supposedly from a bog in northern Germany, was not a fossil at all. 
Neither were two other of his discoveries, the “Binshof-Speyer Woman” and the ”Paderborn-
Sande Man.”  
 
Protsch might have kept his professorship, but it seems that he was also selling chimpanzee 
bones from his university’s collection. The Protsch scandal should have been a wake-up call 
to other scientists, but it is rarely mentioned, except on the web pages of creationists. In 
Protsch’s report on the Laetoli area in 1981, he noted that there were location discrepancies 
and missing fossil items (7, p.143, p.147). Maybe he realized then that errors and 
falsehoods are often accepted in paleoanthropology. Anything goes.   
 
 
 
Evolution without fossils: chimpanzees and gorillas (and perhaps humans) 
DNA of living animals is a powerful tool for studying relationships between individuals and 
species, and even estimating the amount of time since the divergence of two lineages. 
Results of genetic study are not dependent on one-time fossil discoveries, so results can be 
repeated by independent scientists using their own samples. 
 
Studies of DNA show that the gorilla-chimpanzee lineages diverged about 10 Ma ago, and 
the human-chimpanzee lineages diverged about 6 Ma ago.  
 
Over the past 10 Ma, gorillas have evolved in four different locations (Fig. 8) into four 
different taxa (Gorilla gorilla gorilla, Gorilla gorilla diehli, Gorilla beringei beringei, Gorilla 
beringei graueri). There are no fossils to record this evolution. Similarly, chimpanzees have 
evolved in five different locations into five different taxa, also without fossils (Pan troglodytes 
verus, Pan troglodytes vellerosus, Pan troglodytes troglodytes, Pan troglodytes 
schweinfurthii, Pan paniscus). One group of chimpanzees may have evolved into the 
remarkable new species Homo sapiens on the island of Bioko (4). There are no fossils in 
any of these areas. Primate fossils only exist in drier parts of Africa (Fig. 9). 
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Fig. 9. Locations where gorillas and chimpanzees evolved with no fossil record, and where 
humans may have evolved. Also shown are primate fossil locations. For discussion of 
lizards on Galapagos, see (4). Base map from Google maps.  
 
The hot and humid climate of central and western Africa causes bones to decay before 
fossilization is possible. Paleoanthropologists look for fossils where they have a chance to 
find them. So paleoanthropologists have not considered Bioko or western Africa as 
locations for human evolution (Figs. 9, 10). 
   

 
Fig. 10. The lack of interest in western Africa may be an example of The Streetlight Effect. 
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One-time fossil evidence may be untestable, but people want to have things to believe in. 
Belief in fossils is good for science, and in the past few decades we have been given a few 
dozen new hominin species to believe in. Paleoanthropologists naturally relate them to 
humans, but they may be more closely related to gorillas, chimpanzees, orangutans, or 
gibbons. If human evolution is complicated it is better for paleoanthropology: more 
discussion, more publications, more funding.  
 
It seems that many people who read about the aquatic-ape theory and Bioko do not want to 
think that humans may have evolved directly from isolated chimpanzees. It would take away 
the mystique of what it means to be human. The general attitude seems to be: "We will 
hope it is not true. But if it is, let us pray that it will not become generally known.” 
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